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Plato (427-347 B. C.) was born to a distinguished Atheni an
family a few years after the beginning of the Peloponnesian War.
He came under the influence of Socrates, although he may not ~ - ~
have been one of the philosoph~ 's most intimate followers . //~~
After the death of his mentor, ~ lat~ left Athens in disgust, ~~
giving up any hope of ever entering the political career he had ~
long desired. Upon returning to the city some years later, he ~~~
nfounded the school known as the Academy (387 B. C.), to which h~
~voted the remaining years of his long lifiJ Many students
~ ~
came here to pursue a wide range of interests that went beyond
formal philosophy itself, including political science, natural ~~ ·
science, and mathematics. The school continued after Plato's
~ /
death . as an influential educational institution, coming to an
end only in A. D. 529 . In many ways the Academy can lay claim
to being the world's first university.
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Although Plato preferred personal contact with students as
a method of teaching, he did a considerable amount of writing.
Since almost all of his literary works are believed to have
survived, ~t is possible to study him more thoroughly than any
other Greek of his time. This is not as simple as it first
appears. Plato wrote over a period of about fifty years and
there is no unanimous agreement among scholars as to the order
in which his works were completed , Over that length of time his
thought certainly developed and matured, but we cannot be as
certain of some of the aspects of that development as would be
possible had he dated each of his writings.
One way to approach Plato's thought is by observing th~t,
like Socrates, he refused to choose either the democratic or
the oligarchic party in Athens, but decided inst~d to pursue
the path which Socrates had picked for himself. L!t may be said
that Plato moved on two fronts, which while distinct were necessarily related. First, he believed that it was not enough to
talk about human action apart from its relation to the whole of
nature.
In short, he wanted to establish the connection between
ics
scientific
owing. This illustrates Plato the
v
philosopher at work. The second front along which Plato moved
grew directly from the events which led to the execution of his
teacher. He was convinced of the soundness of the beliefs of
Socrates and accordingly looked for a better and m_o re successful
way to carry them out.
It was for this reason that he returned
.to Athens and abandoned the market place for a school. Here we ,
can see the teacher at wor! t
The approach of Plato to understanding the total universe
was one of the pioneer adventures into epistemology. We draw
triangles, he would say, and we see them on the sand or on the
paper. We pass judgment on these triangles by reference to a
perfect triangle which we have never seen or felt. We judge particular oak trees, both twisted and straight, in terms of their
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conforming to a perfect oak which we have never seen with our
eyes . We judge an act to be just when it conforms to a pl?ect
justice which we have never experienced with our sens·es.
e
begin with knowledge gained from the senses -- from seein , feel~
ing, hearing, tasting -- ' but Plato wou'ld insist that our sensory
experience alone proves nothing, that knowledge is incomplete , ~
until it can be complemented by something which is not sensory.~
This something he called form , It is only the judgment of our
experience in terms of forms-- perfect triangles, trees, justice -- which gives us true, real knowledge, alongside which ~
other knowledge is mere "opinion. j

(

: We can illustrate this by referring to the famous statue of
the discus thrower . After we look at it from all angles and
compare it with other similar statues, we are led to the judgment that this particular piece of sculpture is just right.
Why?
Because this is the most adequate representation of what a discus thrower ought to be . How do we know this? To answer this
question, we turn to the sculptor himself . We can assume that
he saw many discus throwers in action and that he compared their
physiques and the various techniques they used . When he came to
carving out the statue, he used everything that he had seen in
arriving at the proportions of what he thought was the ideal or
perfect discus thrower . To change these proportions would be to
destroy the balance, the harmony which makes the statue just
right.
To change them would be to go beyond the limits set by
the ideal and to carve something that was not ideal.
For this
reason the sculptor in actually producing the statue paid little
attention to the details of his subject's face.
He was not
trying to represent any particular discus thrower he might have
seen in action . He was trying to represent a type, an ideal
type, a form . It would not have occurred to Plato's sculptor
that he could have produced his best statue any other way.
l!hat, if anything, is the relationship between the ideal
tree, and ideal justice? If there is none, then there is no
intelli~ible picture of the whole universe possible.
If ethical
and scientific forms are separate and unrelated, then we are ~
left with a divided and hence unintelligible worl~ There will
be one set of ideals in one and another set in the other. Plato
thought that a relationship between forms did exist and that the
relationship was hierarchical . For example, the triangle is
incorporated into the design of the chair which accomodates
the human body in which is housed the human mind, or reason.
~is example illustr~es the ascending order in the hierarchy,
at the top of which Plato placed the form of the Good. When we
say that a thing is good and relate it to the Good, we have said
the last or final thing that can be said about it . Our knowledge
is complete . The Good depends on nothing , Everything-- including v/
triangles, trees, and acts -- depends on it . For the Good to
be dependent on anything else would be to Plato a return to
polytheism or an acceptance of the relativism of the Sophist ~
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Where do the forms, including the f orm of the Good, exist?
If they exist outside the natu ral world, then for Plato they
are unattainable by human reason and therefore useless in underg irding our knowled ge .
If they are not related to particular
thing s , then it is not possible for us to hav e knowledge.
Plato
was less than clear in defining this relationship.
He explained
that particular things "participated in" the forms, a choice of
words which left a wide-open argumen t for nter philosophers.
Finally, if the forms do not exist apart from particular things,
then we are incapable of a~ iving at any comparative judgments
or of classifying tning s . LE ach particular thing becomes a class
in itself.
To perform the function Plato saw for them, therefore, the forms must meet three tests . First, they must be susceptible to human reason . Second, they must be related to particular things.
Third, they must be beyond particular things.
Plato apparently believed that if the world of sensory experience would ever collapse (an eventuality he expected never would
happen) ,, it would not affect the forms at all . But , if the
forms were to be destroyed, then t h e world of sensory experience would collaps 9
How did the forms get to be related to the particular
things? This is a question apart from the question of how they
are related, and it raises again the problem of motion and
change in the universe.
For Plato there were two kinds of
things :
inanimate and animate . There were also two kinds of
motion :
continuing and self-starting.
This distinction between
the inanimate and animate arose from the presence of an anima
in those things which we call alive.
Perhaps the least unsatisfactory translation of the word anima is soul . . PJ:ato . .attributed
all motion in the universe to souls, the only things which could
move themselves.
They were finally responsible for all motion
we would call mechanical . These souls were created in a hierarchical order by what Plato called the ~miurge, w ~one
for him could be called anything like God in the Christ ~n
~
sense and whi c fi" lacke m
e a tributes of tfie Christian
Go . The creation o f the un1verse for Plato
em ~ i ed the work
<:r:ra modern building contractor . Like the contractor, the Demiurge had created neither the forms nor the matter, but had
simply imposed the already existing forms (the highest of which
is the Good) on the already existing matter.
One of the recurring questions in Western thoug~seeks to
establish the connection between body and soul . Plato tried to
answer this question .
If we remember his emphasis on the forms,
on the importance of knowing, and on the soul, we should not be
surprised at his calling man an embodied soul . ~hile he did
call the body the prison house of the soul, this did not mean
that he was denying it any importance whatsoever . Rather, the
- body was the indispensable mater ial stuff for the soul's ter- ~
restrial existence.
It was to be disciplined so that it would
assist and not hinder the soul's climb to the Good.
Plato
reasoned that the soul of an individual is divine and, being
divine, immortal.
After death it is released from the body and
continues in existence.
It should be evident that Plato's

_,~

I

p . 24

discu s si o n o f b o d y and s oul made h is p hil os ophy mor e congenial
than any o ther t o e arly Ch ri st i an i t y~
Su ch k n owl edge a s Pl at o is offer i n g h e r e cannot be proved
by the me t hods t hus far introduced , If all k n owledge is in
ter ms o f the Goo d a~d our know l edge o f t he Good cannot be in
t erms o f a nythi ng high er , t hen t her e must b e some f ur ther deve l opmen t o :f our knowi.ng . If knowledge i s n ever t rue until it
i s c omp le t e o t o tal , the r e mus t b e t h i s fur t her development to
ena b l e u s t o c omp lete our knowledge with some c~ ~ehension of
what P l at o cal l s first t h ings and l ast thi ngs .
Plato to in- __
troduce k n owl edge such as what i s c al led f a.i t h wou ld be for him
to div ide knowle d g e a g a i nst i t s el {] to int r odu c e an irrational
el emen t, to return t o p r imi t i v e Greek p o l ythe i sm . This further
development o f k n ow i ng is f o r him an e xt ensi on o f human reason
to the highest p itch t o which 1t c a n be b r ou ght.
It was this
which mad e it p o ssible f o r Plato t o c ombi n e a l l o f the elements
o f h uman k n owing t o mak e an intell igibl e wo r l d picture . When he
r eache d the poi nt at whi ch he a sked h ow t h e wo r ld began or how
soc iety o r iginated he s ai d ~
n1 wi ll t e l l y ou a l i ke l y tale . "
The se tales we c all my t hs . As seen her e , a myt h i s a n artistic
c re a tion wh i ch seeks t o emb ody a ll knowle dge by selecting the
most si g nificant p ar ts of it , we avi ng t h e m i nto an aesthetic
who l e c hecke d by scie n t if ic knowing . The myth i s me ant to be
t a k e n seri ou sly but n ot lite rally . Per hap s t he most famous of
P lat0 1 S myths is c o ntaine d in the story o f the cave , in which
h e attemp t s to r ound out and c omp lete t h e Soc r a ti c vision of
t h e Good . It is i nst rn ctj ~ e t ono..t.e j u .
QJ/ far Pl ato had
come f r om Gr eek p o l y t h eism wh e n he r e a che d t h i s po1nt "
Af ter this, I s a i d 1 i ma g ine t h e enli gh t enment o r ign o r ance of our n a t ure in a figur e ~
Be hold ~ huma n beings
living in a s o rt o f u nd e r g r o u nd den , wh i ch h a s a mouth
open towards t h e li gh t and re a c h i ng a ll a c r oss the den;
t h e y h a v e bee n h ere f r om t he ir chil dhood, a nd have their
le gs a n d ne c ks chai ned so t h at t h ey canno t move , and can
o nl y see be fo r e them ; f o r the chains a r e arr a nged in
such a ma nner as t o p reve n t t hem fr om t urn i n g r ou nd their
he ads . At a d istanc e a bove a n d b e h ind them t he light of
a fi r e is bl a z ing , a n d b etwee n t h e f i r e a nd the p r isoners
there i s a raised way ; and y ou wi ll see, if you l ook, a
low wa l l built al o ng the wa y l ike t he s c r een which
mar ion e tt e p layers h ave befo re t hem, over which they show
the pu ppets ,
I see , h e s aid .
And do you see 1 I s a i d , me n passi ng a long the wall carr y ing vess els, whi c h a ppear o ver t he wall ; a lso f igur es
o f men and a nimal s , made of wo od a nd s t one and var iou s
mate r i a l s; a n d some o f t h e p a s s e n ge rs , a s you would expect,
a r e talking , and some of t hem a r e silent ?
That is a strange image , h e sai d , a n d t hey a r e strange
p r is o n e rs ,
Like ours el v es .• I rep l i ed ; a n d t h ey see only their own
sha dows, or t he sha.dows o f o ne ano t h e r , whi ch the fil'e
t h r ows o n the opposite wall o f t h e c ave ?
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True, he said; how could they see anything but the
shadows if they were never allowed to move their heads?
And of the objects which are being carried in like
manner they would only see the shadows?
Yes, he said.
And if they were able to talk with one another, would
they not suppose that they were naming what was actually
before them?
Very true.
And suppose further that the prison had an echo which
carne from the other side, would they not be sure to fancy that
the voice which they heard was that of a passing shadow?
No question, he replied .
~ere can be no question, I said, that the truth wou ~
be to~ hem just nothing but the shadows of the images
That is certain .
And now look again, and see how they are released and
cured of their folly.
At first, when any one of them is
liberated and compelled suddenly to go up and turn his
neck round and walk and look at the light, he will suffer
sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he will be
unable to see the realities of which in his former state
he had seen the shadows; and then imagine some one saying
to him, that what he saw· before was an illusion, but that
now he is approaching real being and has a truer sight
and vision of more real things, -- what will be his reply?
And you may further imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as they pass and requiring him to name
them, -- will he not be in a difficulty? Will he not
fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than
the objects which are now shown to him?
Far truer .
And if he is compelled to look at the light, will he
not have a pain in his eyes which will make him turn away
to take refuge in the object of vision which he can see,
and which he will conceive to be clearer than the things
which are now being shown to him?
True, he said.
And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged
up a steep and rugged ascent, and held fast and forced
into the presence of the sun himself, ~you not think
that he will be pained and irritated,J:~d when heapproaches the light he will have his e
dazzled, and will ~
not be able to see any~ f the realities which are now affirmed to be the truth~
Not all in a moment, he said.
He will require to get accustomed to the sight of the
upper world.
And first he will see the shadows best, next
the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and
then the objects themselves; next he will gaze upon the
light of the moon and the stars; and he will see the sky
and the stars by night, better than the sun, or the light
of the sun, by day?
Certainly .

I
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And at last he will be able to see the sun 1 and not
mere reflections of him in the water, but he will see him
as he is in his own p r oper place, and not in another; and
he will contemplate his nature .
Certainly ,
And after this he will reason that the sun is he who
gives the seasons and the years, and is the guardian of all
that is in the visible wo r ld, and in a certain way the
cause of all thi~gs which he and .his fellows have been accustomed to behold?
Clearly, he said, he would come to the other first and
to this afterwards .
And when he remembered his old habitation, and the
wisdom of the den and his fellow- prisoners , do you not
suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change,
and pity them?
Certainly, he would .
And if they were in the habit of conferr ing honors on
those who were quickest to obser ve and remember and foretell which of the shadows went before , and which followed
after, and which were together ~ do you think that he would
care for such honors and glories, or envy the possessors
of t~? Would he not say with Hom~, -t:._Better to be a poor man , and have a poor master," V
and endure W_ thing y rather than to think and live after
their manner,.:a
Yes, he said , I t hi nk that he would rather suffer anything than live after their manne r ,
Imagine once more , I said, that such an one coming suddenly out of the sun were to be replaced in his old situation,
is he not certain to have his eyes full of darkness?
~ery true, he said .
~d if there were a contest , and he had to compete in
measuring the shadows with the p ris oners who have never
moved out of the den , during the time that his sight is
weak, and before his eyes are steady ( and the time which
would be needed to acquire this new habit of sight might be
very considerable ) , would he not be ridi culous? Men would
say of him that up he went and down he comes without his
eyes; and that there was no use in even thinking of ascending; and if any one tried to loose another and lead him u~ '
to the l .ight, let them only catch the offender in the act,
· )0
and they would put him to deat~
-;J#
,
· No question, he said .
~ ~
Tfhis allegory, I said 1 you may now append to the pre - ~ ·
ous argument; the prison is the world of sight, the light
~
·~
of ~ the fire is the sun, the ascent and vision of the things
~
aqove you may truly r egard as the upward progress 9f the ~
~
soul into the intellectual worl d ; that is my poor belief, ~
to which, at- your desi re, I have given expression . Whether
I am right or not God only knows ; but, whether true or fal e, ~
my opinion is that in the world of knowledge the idea of
good appears last of all, and is seen only with an effort;
and, when seen, is also inferred to be the u niversal author
of all things beautiful and right, parent of light and the

J
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lord of light in this world, and the source of truth an4
reason in the other : this is the first great cause which
he who would ac t_rationally either in public or private
life must behol <U..
I agree, he said, as far as I am a

1~

to understand you. *

~ ~~~A/~w~

A second f~ont alo~g ~hi6h - i1~~ moved was made necessary
by his conviction that there must be a better way to carry out
the vision of Socrates in the society of the polis. He undertook to explore this way in the Republic, the lo~gest of his
works, written about 380 B . C., when he was just past middle

life.

~ -~~ (~~

The Republic opens with an ethical question: What is justice? Plato suggests that justice is to be found most clearly,
not in the individual person, but "writ large" in the polis.
He is convinced that justice for the latter will, at one and the
same time, be justice for the individual too .

(

ffiejecting the idea that it is something to be defined as
each person sees it, Plato pictured a hierarchical social order
and found justice in .a harmony among the necessary classes in
society, each with its own function to per ~ oym and each with its
own standard or virtue for that function.
First, the ~·e·re . "t .J.ll,e,.'*
producers, the artisans and merchants who provided the neces-~~~
sities and luxuries 'of everyday life . Their standard was tern:= -~:_
perance, which involved not only the control of appetite, but~~
~lso contentment with their place in ·society.
· The producers ~~
were essential to society, Plato thought, but tak ~. alone they /.,_,~
would constittite · little more than a "city of pigs . •t Second,
there were the warriors, whose function it was to defend the
state against its enemies and whose standard was courage.
Third, there were the guardiana, whose function was to provide
the state with leadership and whose standard was wisdom.
There
is justice, both for individuals and for the polis, when all
three of these classes are contributing their best efforts ~nd
are being rewarded accordingly:J
·•

r ,_.,.... -

~

u
fi
~
"

Plato explains the app~arance of these three classes in
society by resorting to one of his myths, put in~o the mouth of
Socrates:
. . . I really know not how to look you in the face, or in
what words to utter the audacious fiction, which I propose
to communicate gradually, first to the rulers, then to the
soldiers, and lastly to the people. They are to be. informed that their youth was a dream, and the education and
training which they received from us an , appearance only;
in reality during all that time they were in process of

*

The Republic~ in The Dialogues of Plato . . . , trans.
Jowett (New _York:
Scribner, Armstrong, And Co., 1874),
344 .

B.

II,

341-
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f~ti~n

and n~~t in the womb of the earth, where
they themselves and their arms and appurtenances were
manufactured; and when they were completed, the earth,
their mother , sent them up; and, their country being their
mother and also their nurse, they are therefore bound to
advise for her good, and to defend her against attacks,
and her citizens they are to regard as children of the
earth and their own brothers .
I cannot wonder, he said, at your feeling ashamed of
uttering the lie.
Nay, I replied, there is more yet; I have not tol& you
all. Citizens, we shall say to them in our tale , you are
brothers, yet God has framed you differently. Some of you .
have the power of command, and these he has composed of
gold, wherefore also they have the greatest honor; others
of silver, to be auxiliaries; others again who are to be
husbandmen and craftsmen he has made of brass and iron; ...
Such is the tale; is there any possibility of making our
citizens believe in it? *
Plato credited each individual with some capac ~ ty for the
virtues of wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice_;·· but he believed that these capacities were unequally distributed among
men. Plato reasoned 'that since men are very different in ability, t bey need · each crther . ·This need is met by the state,
whose very ex!Stence tfier efore rests upon a division of labor,
upon each person's doing what he is best qualified to do. Since
there will be justice only if the best use is made of the abilities of every individual, the most important function of
government is education, a subject to which Plato devotes a
large part of the Republic.

V

(

mo~~rn(2r;Tth~t~ducation

Plato was
of the guardians, since they were the ones who were expected to know the
good and use their knowledge to order the whole of society in
a rational manner. The education of this class was to begin
with the very young and continue until they reached the age of
thirty-five. Plato believed that inequality in the distribution
of wealth is one of the chief disrupting influences in society,
because it leads to class jealousies and disunity. Since in the
~~public all obstacles were to be removed which might hinder the
guardians in selfless devotion to wisdom and justice , they were
to have no private property . They were to live, sleep , and eat
l[ogetber~
Similarly, since family life can breed jealousy and
disunity, it too was denied the guardians . This would permit
better mating of men and women and more thorough education of
children. Also, it would free for the benefit of the state the
c~pacities of guardian women as well as guardian men .

*
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At the head of the gu ardian class Plato placed a philosopher-king , The very n·ame suggests that in doing this he was
trying to bring together in this individual the climax both of
power and of good, in a way he believed neither Athenian democ- -~
racy nor Spartan aristocracy had ever succeeded in doing. The
philosopher-king is the culmination of Plato 9 s basic convictions:
the good state is the one governed by men who know the Good; only
a few men are gifted sufficiently to proceed very far into the
world of forms to detect the Good ; and, since no man does evil
knowingly, a philosopher-king can be trusted to do for men far
better than they can do for themselves , Plato expressed these
convictions and also the difficulty in getting men to accept
them as follows ~
, , , Until, then, philosophers a r e kings, or the kings and
princes of this world have the spirit and power of philosi
ophy, and political greatness and wisdom meet in one, and ·
those commoner natures who follow either to the exclusion
of the other are compelled to stand aside, cities will never
cease from ill -- no, nor the human race, as I believe -and then only wi ll this our State have a possibility of
life and behold the light of day ~ this was what I wanted
bui was afraid to say, , . , for to see that there is no other
way either of private or public happine~s is indeed a
har d thing , *
·
In this brief account of the Republic it is as ~umed, for
the sake of presentation, that Plato was trying seriously to
describe the perfect state, without ruling out the possibility
that, in his mind, many of the minute details which he introduced were subject to discussion and change , in later life, ·
Plato himself wrote two books in which he returned to the subject of gover nment and considered a number of such changes . In
the Laws , which was wr itten in his old age and which he may
never-Eave considered finished, his approach was in terms of
what political system was possible in the fourth century Greek
world : He had attempted, unsuccessfully it turned out, to assist in reforming the government of Syracuse, in Sicily; and one
of the purposes of the Laws may have been t o provide a model by
which his students might guide themselves if called upon to act
as political advisers , Plato makes clear that he is concerned
here, not with "the best thing in the world," only with the
"second best" -- with what is possible , But even in the Laws,
the basic presuppositions remain .
---It should be understood that scholars are not in agreement
in their interpretation of the purposes of the Republic and hence .
in their opinion of how we should u nderstand i t , It is possible
to argue, for example, that we should take the Republic literally because it is the actu al blueprint for a per fect state, It

*
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is possible to believe that Plato's main concern was to discuss
the nature and ramifications of justice and that the detailed
social regulations which he introduced are decidedly secondary,
if not unimportant. It is also pos.s ible to contend that Plato
was actually poking fun at some of the institutions of his own
day.
Whatever may have been the motives of its author, the Republic has had a long and influential history. It has inspired a
large body of utopian literature, of which Thomas More's famous
book is but one example . It has often appealed to people who
are interested in deducing· social institutions from abstract
principles. And finallf, it has sometimes lent its weight to
authoritarian experiments in government which are grounded upon
the assumption that the · lives of individuals need to be strictly
regulated in the interests of the state.
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